'Prolymphocytoid' transformation of chronic lymphocytic leukaemia.
We report clinical, morphological and surface marker studies on seven patients with the common type of chronic lymphocytic leukaemia (CLL) whose disease underwent an insidious though progressive change in character with increasing refractoriness to treatment. This transformation was accompanied by the appearance of a population of immature-appearing cells in the peripheral blood which resembled prolymphocytes, both at light and electron microscopy. The characteristic morphological feature was the presence of two distinct populations of cells, the typical CLL lymphocytes and the 'prolymphocytoid' cells. These cells retained the surface characteristics of CLL, i.e. the information of mouse RBC rosettes and sparse surface-bound immunoglobulin. This transformation can be distinguished by morphological and surface marker criteria from acute leukaemia occurring in CCL, Richter's syndrome and prolymphocytic leukaemia. The recognition of this group of CLL patients may add a new prognostic index to CLL and may help plan subsequent trials for the treatment of the disease.